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"Nostalgia for/of Bolívar" is not concerned with the flesh-and-blood Bolívar, so much as the mythic figure who grounds Venezuelan identity and being. This is clear from the poem's opening lines, which describe the Liberator as the essence of the Venezuelan land and its people, coursing through both as their pulsing lifeblood:
On the birth map that we tattoo in our dreams on the skin, the arms, the voices of this land, Bolívar is the first of the rivers that cross our fields. (Montejo 2005, 107) As the poem advances, this fluvial metaphor continues, the river Bolívar picking up different elements and associations as it flows through the verses: the river has its wellspring "close to Manoa" (107) and offers the Venezuelan people "the keys to El Dorado" (108), as the identification of Bolívar as the mythic essence of the country is underlined. This is a river and a figure that at once is written into the being of the very stones of this land ("it leaves its light written on the stones' veins" (108)), and yet is also bound up with a heady, ungraspable promised land ("until it/he appears again, on horseback, | at the end of the rainbow, wrapped up in its colors" (108)). Unsurprisingly, then, Montejo's poem carries within it a clear religiosity, evident not just in its reverential, almost incantatory tone, but in its biblical references to how "On his bank the men congregate in line | they hear him speak alone with the earth | with the sun and the high astral spaces" (108), lines which allude to both the figure of Christ and the pantheistic presence of the divine.
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Moving towards the poem's dénouement, the historical and mythical identities of Bolívar converge. Already signposted in the reference to the "river" Bolívar as "on horseback", ll. 38-43 of this 67-line poem bring in the historical personage more strongly, relating the Liberator's exile in sparse, terse lines:
Afterwards he starts to lose his clothes, his horse, his shadow, everything… When he heads out towards the ocean he is already very poor he arrives almost in rags. (Montejo 2005, 108) The presentation of the mythic Bolívar as the central ontological river into which all Venezuelan rivers, real and figurative, run (ll. 5-9) ties in neatly with this movement into exile, as the flowing of the river Bolívar leads inexorably to the sea. Thus the historical exile, in which Bolívar died in Santa Marta, Colombia before setting sail, is fused with the poem's metaphorical and mythic portrayal, as the latter completes that at each table, bread is broken in his name, in each voice resound his words. (Montejo 2005, 109) As I have argued elsewhere (Roberts 2009, 170) , ritual implies and confirms the absence of what is remembered, whilst also pointing to the centrality of that absence.
Bolívar thus appears here as the essential point around which society operates, but where this essence is unattainable, caught in a constant slipping-away.
Reading this idea back into the body of the poem, we come to see it anew.
Every image contained in it is bound up with unlocatability, ungraspability, slipping-away-ness: the association of Bolívar with the mythic locations of Manoa and El Dorado, with the evanescent end of the rainbow; his depiction as a river inexorably flowing through and out of the land; the flitting between different allusions to Bolívar as Christ, as the divine, as the historical figure. The poem was written, we must remember, from the condition described in its final lines, and its portrayal of Bolívar is, then, a portrayal of Bolívar-as-already-absent, as that elusive, ungraspable essence of Venezuela.
Yet "Nostalgia for/of Bolívar" does more than just speak of the absent, religious nature of the Liberator. Rather, Bolívar's role within the Venezuelan sociopolitical imaginary is found in a more literal appreciation of his imagined watery exile, in that, with the implied image of the historical Bolívar carried on a boat, he appears -quite literally -as a floating signifier. The implication is that Bolívar functions as a signifier without a fixed meaning, open to different referents being attached to it. With this reading in mind, we see that the poem's varied depictions of Bolívar show not just the inexorable always-already slipping-away of the essence that the figure constitutes, but, more specifically, its/his lack of fixed valency.
Bolívar in Venezuelan political history
Moving outside of the poem to a consideration of the socio-political reality of Venezuela since the death of Simón Bolívar, we can now examine how the main elements to emerge from our reading of Montejo's poem map onto and elucidate the ways in which Bolívar has functioned in the country. Guzmán Blanco, the first fully to develop the cult, worked to "project the image of himself as the continuer of Bolívar's work" (Harwich 2003, 12) , and many subsequent leaders followed his model. Juan Vicente Gómez, for example, the de facto dictator of Venezuela from 1908 to 1935, took advantage of "the foundations that the Guzmán regime had laid, [and] was able to maintain and widen the official heroic image of the Liberator" (13).
Perhaps most notable, however, is that this use of the figure is found amongst leaders and movements of different natures, many of which were attempting to distinguish themselves from previous or current administrations. Thus, in the difficult transition period after Gómez's death, the new president Eleazar López Contreras appealed directly to Bolívar as being at the heart of his thought and ideology, focusing on "unity and solidarity" (Carrera Damas 1983, 140) . Similarly, just as the dictator Marcos Pérez Jiménez (1952) (1953) (1954) (1955) (1956) (1957) (1958) ) declared himself to be Bolivarian, so too did governments of the puntofijista democratic system (named after the Punto Fijo Pact of 1958, an accord drawn up by the main political parties aimed at preserving the nascent democratic system), which ran from 1958 to 1999. On repeated occasions during this period, the puntofijista parties appealed directly to the Liberator in the promotion of their different political ideologies and projects: Pino Iturrieta, for instance, has discussed examples from Luis Herrera Campins's government (1979) (1980) (1981) (1982) (1983) (Pino Iturrieta 2004, 163-4) . In short, what marks the appeal to Bolívar down the years in Venezuela is the remarkable polyvalency of the figure, as successive 8 political leaders and movements have invested him with a context, ideology, and politics designed to fit their own requirements and to confer legitimacy on them.
Yet, whilst this polyvalency underpins an understanding of Bolívar as a floating signifier, Montejo's poem is important in signaling the particular way in which this operates within Venezuela. Specifically, in its implied depiction of Bolívar floating out at sea, its wake having long since vanished, the poem allows us to understand the political appeals to Bolívar not as present-ings or reifications of the figure, but, rather, as the laying down of paths by which Bolívar might be found and returned. That is, in foregrounding his resistance to being brought back and moored at land, the poem underscores Bolívar's resistance to political hegemonization through the application of a fixed valency. At once, then, the poem carries with it the sense that Bolívar's status as a common, unifying denominator depends, somewhat paradoxically, on its being a figure where competing visions and understandings clash, thus fulfilling the role that such a signifier must fulfill if it is to carry with it the possibility of a democratic turn. As Chantal Mouffe writes:
Democratic politics does not consist in the moment when a fully constituted people exercises its rule. The moment of rule is indissociable from the very struggle about the definition of the people, about the constitution of its identity. Such an identity, however, can never be fully constituted, and it can exist only through multiple and competing forms of identifications. […] Hence the importance of leaving this space of contestation forever open, instead of trying to fill it with the establishment of a supposedly "rational" consensus. (Mouffe 2013, 178) Bolívar, then, is the space of contestation, the polyvalent floating signifier that acts as a potential locus for the (continued?) construction of liberal democracy within Venezuela. Chávez's part, as he refers to a (one assumes apocryphal) piece of graffiti that he apparently saw in Caracas, which read "'Chávez, take it out of my ass [Chávez, sácamelo]', signed Simón Bolívar". Whilst the target here is clearly Chávez, the implied image of the graffiti clearly shows the extent to which the alignment of the two figures has led to a peeling away of the layers of sacrosanct reverence that have traditionally surrounded public discourse regarding the Liberator. In a traditionally machista society in which attitudes to homosexuality still struggle to break free from insult and denigration, the placing of Bolívar, the "man of the nation," in the homosexual act -and in the passive role -represents a significant shift in the ways in which it is deemed acceptable to engage with Bolívar in cultural output, in that, whilst prior to the Chávez era historians such as Carrera Damas (1983) engaged in reassessments of the cult, deeds, and reputation of the Liberator, subjecting the iconic Bolívar to such denigrating satire has, as far as one can tell from extant evidence, not been seen before in the public sphere.
Chávez and the Bolivarian Revolution
In both of these examples, the solemnity of the cultural presentation of Bolívar in The two most recurrent themes are Bolívar's sword and his bodily remains. In the case of the former, the satire takes aim at the large number of replicas given out by Chávez to different world leaders, the most notable pieces being a mock infomercial for the "Bolívar Sword 3000" (2010a), and an article describing how dictators around the world have returned their swords, fearing they are cursed after seeing the fate of recipients such as Gaddafi (2011b). The humor here, whilst aimed at Chávez, nonetheless has the effect of grounding what was the most sacred relic of Bolívar, the sword with which he was presented by Peru in 1825 as a post-independence gift, and which Chávez used as a symbol of (continuing) liberation and anti-imperial struggle, tying it in to a consumerist, kitsch paradigm, which signals now the defeat, rather than the triumph, of those who (metaphorically) wield it. It seems, here at least, as if there is no space left for a representation of Bolívar's sword that is not bound up with (a satirical swipe at) Chávez's appropriation of it.
Arguably the most significant examples here, however, are the references made to the Liberator's bodily remains, in particular the article "Bolívár's bones catch dengue" (2010b). Alluding heavily to Chávez's exhumation of Bolívar, this article has the latter's bones catching dengue fever, upon which the Liberator declares his determination to rid Venezuela of the disease, in words which recast the last line of his final declarations:
If my death contributes to the end of the mosquitos and the death of dengue fever, I shall be lowered in peace into my grave (El Chigüire Bipolar 2010b) If my death contributes to the end of partisanship and the consolidation of the union, I shall be lowered in peace into my grave (Bolívar 2013, "Documento 191") Clearly, the presentation of Bolívar's bones as both talking and catching dengue is a far cry from the reverent, quasi-religious respect granted to his remains both in sociopolitical discourse and in the cultural representation of the type found in "Nostalgia for/of Bolívar", where, implying immanence, we are told that "his bones are scattered throughout the world" (Montejo 2005, 108) . But this article also underscores what is at stake in its satirical move in other ways. Key here is the image that accompanies the piece, which is an altered version of Antonio Herrera Toro's famous painting Los últimos momentos del Libertador (1883), a work which symbolizes the (cultural) sanctity and reverence in which Bolívar has traditionally been held. In this "new" version, the face of Bolívar on his deathbed appears as a skull, and the painting on the wall behind the dying Bolívar, which in the original is of the Holy Trinity crowning the Virgin, has been replaced by one of Hugo Chávez. This is significant in several ways. Firstly, it reverses the usual media image of Chávez during his presidency appearing in front of a painting of Bolívar, suggesting the now-profound interchangeability of the two. More than that, however, the placing of the image of 
Hegemonization and democracy
Given these comedic engagements, it might be tempting to conceive of the port at which Bolívar now finds himself as having a carnivalesque quarter, alongside the official Bolívar-Chávez reverence. Certainly, the characteristics of the Bakhtinian carnivalesque, most importantly parody at the expense of higher authorities and "the profanation of everything sacred" (Bakhtin 1984, 130) , including the debasement or carnivalization of high culture, are explicitly present in the examples analyzed above.
But, rather than acting in an emancipatory manner, as Bakhtin describes (122-4), these popular culture engagements both depend upon and entrench the official, (Mouffe 2013, 178) .
Conclusion
So where does this leave Bolívar for future generations in Venezuela? What must become of this figure if there is to be a move outside of the current social and democratic crisis in the country?
First it is necessary to underscore that, although my discussion has leant upon the notion of an empty signifier to-be-filled as well as that of a floating signifier, as Montejo's poem shows, with its implied image of Bolívar floating away in exile, it is, finally, the concept of the floating signifier that offers the most accurate and useful way of understanding the nature and role of Bolívar in post-independence Venezuela.
For Bolívar the signifier is never and has never been truly empty; it bears the traces of the different contexts, meanings, interpretations assigned to it: the caudillo figure, the military strongman, the fighter against imperialist forces. These traces have remained attached to the figure of the Liberator and have been variously incorporated into the more complex, contingent uses to which he has been put by leaders such as Guzmán 
